Incubation in mallards (Anas platyrhynchos): changes in plasma levels of prolactin and luteinizing hormone.
The concentrations of prolactin and LH were measured in the plasma of male and female mallards (Anas platyrhynchos) during the breeding season. The concentration of prolactin in the female birds was low before and during egg-laying, increased threefold (P less than 0.001) during incubation and returned to basal levels immediately after the young were hatched. The drakes, which do not participate in incubation in this species, had fairly low prolactin levels throughout the breeding period; levels being slightly higher during the incubation phase than at other times but still much lower (P less than 0.001) than in the incubating females. Concentrations of LH in the females were high during egg-laying but declined at the onset of incubation. In the drakes levels of LH remained high for much longer and did not appear to decline at a fixed time relative to the reproductive cycle of the female birds. These observations support the view that prolactin is associated with incubation in birds, though the data do not permit a conclusion as to whether an increase in prolactin secretion causes incubation behaviour or is stimulated by it.